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This paper will explore the process of peer observations in the EDC program and its importance 
to an instructor’s professional development. The peer observations are based on a video of one 
lesson during the semester. Peers watch their own videos and then their peer’s video to reflect 




Peer observation among the teaching faculty of a language program “is often recommended as a 
means of improving teacher effectiveness and of promoting staff development” (Richards & 
Lockhart, 1992, p. 1). As a third-year instructor in the EDC program, I have done at least two peer 
observations. Therefore, I am familiar with the process. The peer-observations are a form of 
reflective teaching, in which we could “identify and explore our own practices and underlying 
beliefs. This may then lead to changes and improvements in our teaching” (Tice, 2002, para. 2) 
Therefore, the peer observations as reflective teaching are certainly a means of professional 
development. In addition, the peer observations helped me compare and contrast my teaching style 
with that of the other instructors and helped me to incorporate some positive elements of their 
teaching into my teaching as well.  
However, despite the merits, there are also some potential problems with peer 
observations. In every peer conference, I was surprised by how differently my peers and I 
perceived my lessons and how subjective the observation process could be. However, this does 
not suggest that the peer observation process is a futile exercise in itself but it highlights a potential 
pitfall in the observation process. Cosh (1993) argued that there are three potential problems with 
peer observations. First, giving constructive feedback requires skill and training. Therefore, 
without proper training, peers could give inappropriate feedback that might even offend others. 
Alternatively, “the observer might feel obliged to make only positive comments, in which case the 
whole exercise becomes a pointless act of mutual back-patting” (Cosh, pp. 23-24). Finally, when 
teachers know they are being observed, they tend to put up a ‘model lesson’, which inaccurately 
reflects the way they teach in class, therefore rendering the observation meaningless. Therefore, 
peer observation can be a double-edged sword.  
Nevertheless, despite the weaknesses of the peer observation system, it still remains an 
important aspect of professional development in the EDC context. As Darling-Hammond (1998) 
noted, teachers learn best by studying, doing, and reflecting; by collaborating with other teachers; 
by looking closely at students and their work; and by sharing what they see. Therefore, despite the 
weaknesses of the peer observation system, I believe there is still value in learning from the peer 
observation process at the EDC. In fact, it is structured in a way that instructors can have a 
constructive and meaningful discussion about each other’s teaching. In the following section, we 
shall explore the discussion aspect of the observation process in detail.  
 
DISCUSSION 
There are five steps in the peer observation process: 
1. Before the observed lesson: Peers fill out the video observation form to identify the potential 
challenges and possible solutions that might occur during the lesson. 
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2. After the video has been recorded: Peers watch each other’s observation video to identify both 
positive and negative aspects of the lesson in the various stages of the lesson.  
3. Peers fill in the peer observation form accordingly. In the form, peers also ask some questions 
for their observing peer to answer. 
4. Peers then have a face-to-face discussion to identify the positive aspects of each other’s lesson 
and also 3 main points for further improvement.  
5. Peers both carry out follow tasks respectively after the conference. 
There is a template and a set criterion provided by the EDC’s peer observation form to structure 
the peer conference. We paid attention to whether the instructor had fulfilled the lesson goals 
through the various stages of the lesson. In addition, we also commented on what went well and 
what could be further improved. I had an observation group this semester. Peer A observed my 
lesson video, and gave me comments about my lesson. I observed Peer C’s lesson video and gave 
him comments. In turn, Peer C observed Peer A and gave him comments.  
 
Peer C (The instructor I observed) 
Peer C is a very experienced instructor who is a few years more senior than me in the EDC. I have 
team taught with him during the summer repeating course so we are familiar with each other’s 
teaching style. However, as I was also aware of his seniority in the EDC program, I tried to be less 
critical and focused more on the positive aspects of the lesson. In particular, I only commented 
when he asked for comments. Another reason I decided not to be critical is because I have team 
taught with him before and I am confident of his teaching ability. Therefore, I know that the 
observation class is not a genuine reflection of his ability to teach. Hence, I decided not to be 
critical of his lesson. 
During the lesson, he carried out the lesson in accordance with the EDC principles. He 
did a modified 3/2/1 fluency activity, a technique originally devised by Maurice (1983) and 
referenced by Nation & Newton (2009) as a 4/3/2 fluency activity. Learners are paired. One acts 
as a listener and the other as a speaker. The speaker speaks for three minutes on a topic while the 
listener listens. The pairs then change and the speaker continues to give the same information to a 
new partner in two minutes. When two minutes are up, pairs are changed again followed by a one-
minute talk. He then presented the “Why” and “How” of the target function. The target functions 
are interactional phrases supported with both controlled and semi-controlled practice activities to 
eventually help students participate in extended open discussion activities (Hurling, 2012). Then, 
he gave students a chance to practice and automatize the target function and the two discussions 
were carried out in a timely manner. In terms of the EDC criteria, he fulfilled all of them perfectly. 
However, despite his efforts, some of students seemed to be unable to use the target function at 
the end of the lesson. In my comments, I only focused on the questions he posed in the peer 
observation form. For example, he asked “How do I get more reactions (back channeling) from 
the students?” and I gave him an example of an activity I used in my lesson to facilitate the use of 
more verbal reactions. He seemed appreciative of the fact that I shared with him a new activity he 
could try out in his lessons. 
In the discussion, he also asked how he could get the students more involved in feedback. 
Consequently, it also became the focus of my comments. I tried to be as constructive and delicate 
as possible by first tactfully complimenting that he did a great job despite the class being a very 
reticent and difficult one. Then, I carefully commented about how students could benefit from 
more content feedback and highlighted that he could improve by providing sufficient content 
feedback to make the learners feel more involved in the lesson rather than to focus all his feedback 
on function use. Hence, by only answering questions posed and also trying to be constructive with 
 Jianwen Chen 
37 
 
my comments. I was able to have a fruitful discussion with Peer C.  
 
Feedback from Peer A (my observer) 
Feedback was given to me by another instructor (Peer A) who observed my lesson video. I was 
surprised by how differently he perceived my lesson. In the areas I thought I did well in the lesson 
but he thought that there were many things that could be improved. He tried to compare my 
teaching to how he teaches his lessons. This comparison was well-intentioned but it made me feel 
a little uncomfortable because I was made to think that his teaching style was the better than mine. 
For example, he told me that he always gives feedback using a checklist and how advantageous 
the checklist is. Overall, I was very appreciative of his feedback because there were certain ideas 
we exchanged which changed the way I teach. Nevertheless, I am aware that not all instructors 
can handle critical feedback from peers. For example, an instructor related to me that his honest 
feedback was met with a lot of resistance from his peer as his peer went on the defensive of his 
actions in the video. This again highlights the problem Cosh (1993) pointed out, in which, there is 
always a possibility that the observer might offend the observed. Certainly, it would be beneficial 
if more training sessions on how to give constructive feedback were conducted during the semester. 
The peer observations did influence my ideas about teaching and the learning of 
languages. Firstly, it made me aware that I have been relying heavily on teacher-fronted feedback 
and that I should be getting students involved in their own feedback. While teacher-fronted 
feedback saves time, I am unable to know whether they understand my points. Moreover, teacher-
fronted feedback can be draining if the students’ energy levels are low. After the discussion with 
Peer A about my lesson, he suggested that I should get students to give content feedback to each 
other by reporting their group’s ideas to the other group. This activity buys the instructor time to 
think of feedback points and also helps the instructor collect ideas he missed in the discussions. 
His feedback helped me incorporate student-to-student feedback into my lessons and now my 
feedback is less teacher-fronted. 
Second, I realised I was trying to monitor too many things – from content to function use 
to communication skills. Peer C and Peer A have checklists to help students monitor their function 
use and this reduces the cognitive load of the instructors when choosing what to give feedback on. 
Therefore, after the peer observation, I started using function cards and got students to monitor 
their own function use. That is, if they used a function in the discussions, they took a function card 
from the stack that represented the function they used. That way, the cognitive load was reduced, 
as I did not have to give much function feedback. It was immediately apparent after the discussions, 
what functions they used and what they did not from the number of function cards they had taken. 
In this way, I have been able to more effectively focus my feedback on content and the use of 
communication skills such as asking follow-up questions.  
 
CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, I believe that peer observations, if carried out professionally and constructively, are 
definitely an essential aspect of professional development at the EDC. As for myself, I have 
learned tremendously from the observations as well as from the discussions with peers. For 
example, the video and my peers made me aware that I was giving too much teacher-fronted 
feedback and they suggested alternatives, which I adopted to make my feedback more student-
centered. Moreover, the advice given by my peers to adopt a checklist to make students responsible 
for the monitoring of their own function use also enabled me to focus on other aspects of the lesson 
and kept me from giving too much feedback. 
However, there are flaws in the peer observation system. For example, care should always 
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be taken by peers so that they will not end up imposing their own subjective ideas of a “good” 
lesson on other instructors. Additionally, peers also have to bear in mind that the observation 
lesson is not an exact reflection of how the instructor always teaches. Moreover, care also has to 
be taken when instructors give feedback. Some instructors tend to only give critical feedback at 
the risk of offending their peers while others try to play it safe by just giving positive feedback. I 
believe that a mix of both praise and constructive feedback and positively worded language is 
important. As such, this type of training should be included in the future professional development 
sessions in the EDC. 
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